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County Agent’s Notes:

July 22, 2002

Lawn Mower Safety
By: Dr. Ernie Flint, Mississippi State University Extension Service
This season, like most, is hectic. Most of us have too many “things” to do, and too little
time to get them done. And then thrown into the mix are the various holidays, graduations,
gardening, and dozens of other things we are expected to do. Then, there is abundant grass to
mow. While too much rain may postpone some things, nothing really prevents grass from
growing. Since it is such a common activity, there is a tendency to regard lawn mowing as less
hazardous than it really is. The following is a safety guide explaining how to minimize risk
while using a lawn mower. Most of this is from the National Ag. Safety Database.
The blade on the common lawn mower rotates at approximately 3000 revolutions per
minute. This means that the blade tip is moving at around 200 miles per hour. This is not an
amusing fact, because each year it is common to read or hear about the foot that was caught
underneath a mower, or about a person who got hit by an object thrown by a mower, or the child
that was backed over by a riding lawn mower. Increasingly, there are more instances of the
larger riding lawn tractors overturning and pinning the operator. Here are a few reminders for
safe operation of a mower:
1. READ the owners manual—it contains information about your specific mower.
2. Wear proper clothing—close fitting clothes and shoes with toes and traction soles
(preferably leather). Eye and ear protection is always recommended.
3. Clear the area of debris that may be thrown—the same updraft that helps raise the grass
for better mowing also helps to pick up and throw objects.
4. Keep children and other bystanders away from the mowing area. When people come into
the area while you are mowing, take a break until they are gone.
5. Mow in a FORWARD direction—more difficult at times but safer.

6. When mowing on a slope, mow across the slope with a walk-behind mower; this keeps a
better distance between you and mower in case you slip down.
7. Wait till the grass is dry before mowing. This is very difficult to do in years like this, but
wet grass does not provide good footing.
8. ALWAYS shut off the mower before adjusting or clearing clogs.
9. Allow the mower to cool before refueling. Use only approved containers to store fuel.
For riding mowers, follow the above recommendations except for #6. For riding lawn
mowers, always mow UP and DOWN the slope. The other considerations that need to be
followed with riding mowers, in addition to the above, are:
10. NEVER carry passengers. Avoid forming the habit of allowing a child to ride. If it
sounds like I’m “meddling’ here, imagine how you would feel if the child is injured while
riding with you.
11. Remove the ignition key after each use, and place it where inexperienced people cannot
find it.
12. Use age 10 or greater as a guideline to allow youth to operate riding mowers. It is not
until this age that many youths have developed the cognitive and motor abilities needed
for safe operation. Even at this age, adult supervision is a necessity. The experience
gained by safely operating a riding lawn mower can provide a solid base for operating
larger equipment and vehicles in the future.
13. Use a 15% slope (fifteen feet of elevation per hundred feet of distance) as the maximum
to attempt to mow, and cut up and down the slope to avoid tipping over. This is
especially important in our area where most lawns have slopes of varying degree. When
you find yourself leaning so severely that you have to hold on to the fender, you are
taking a chance of tipping over. Switch to a walk-behind or trimmer for these areas;
better still, plant these areas to ground cover and avoid mowing them altogether.
14. Keep all safety devices, switches, guards, and shields in place and working.
15. Before dismounting, shut off the engine and allow attachments to stop moving.
As you might expect, there are usually reasons why I write about one thing or another.
The reason I chose this topic is that just before coming in to write this I almost rolled my own

riding mower while cutting across a slope rather than down it as I should have been. I have
operated lawn mowers since I was younger than the age 10 recommended above, but I believe
this is the closest I have come to having a serious accident. We all take chances in our everyday
lives; some of them are almost necessary to accomplish whatever we may be doing. Using the
right methods may actually take a little longer, but avoiding a serious injury is well worth the
extra time.
When training a young person in the use of mowers and other equipment, demand that
they use safe methods. This may not only help them avoid accidents in the lawn; it will also
instill in them that safety should be a part of everyday life. The habits they learn while cutting
the lawn may save a lot of grief and agony in the future.

